The retention and the success of undergraduate students is a concern in South African universities which have been faced with a major challenge of low graduation rates. 
Introduction
The retention and success of students in their respective fields of study particularly in the context of under-represented student groups is a global concern for higher education institutions (Crosling, Heagney & Thomas, 2009) . Retention plays an important role in raising funds for universities as Departments of Education use the statistics from undergraduate retention to provide funding to universities (Scott & Graal, 2007) . Thus, the retention of students in their studies is a key performance indicator in university quality assurance processes. The retention and the success of the undergraduate students is a worldwide concern, especially in South Africa where the graduation rate of all first-time entering students was 30% in 2007 (Fisher, 2011) . One of the major causes of this low graduation rate in South Africa is a big number students entering university from positions of extreme inequality, most obviously in schooling, and financial problems (Council on Higher Education (CHE), 2010). To improve retention, the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) developed various initiatives. One of these initiatives is the Academic Development Programme (ADP) which involves responsibilities of providing academic support to students who are deemed to be at risk. In the context of UKZN, students are at risk when the number of modules they pass within a semester is below the minimum number required by the university; or when students are at risk of not completing their qualification within the required time. This description is in line with the definition provided by Slavain & Madden (1990) who associated the term at risk with danger of failing to complete a qualification with an adequate level of skills or within the required time. Throughout this paper, the term at risk will refer to above description of at risk students by the University of KwaZulu-Natal.
The main objective of the UKZN ADP is to develop academic interventions that minimize the number of at risk students in order to increase the graduation rate. Within the Faculty of Management Studies, academic support is provided using Academic Development Officers (ADO's) who specialise in a specific module. This paper will therefore focus on the role of the ADO for finance modules in improving the academic success of undergraduate students in the School of Economics and Finance at the UKZN, Westville Campus. Based on the methods of teaching discussed by previous researchers (Kintsch & Van Dijk, 1978; Slavain & Madden, 1990; Pastoll, 1992; Felder & Brent, 2005; Ogude, Kilfoil, & du Plessis, 2012) , the ADO developed methods of intervention to address some of the academic challenges faced by at risk students. Such methods of intervention include: the improvement of reading and writing skills, through the submission of summaries of textbook chapters to the ADO; the promotion of analytical and critical thinking through revision workshops and enhancement of deep understanding of terminology in the discipline through one-on-one discussions between students and ADO's. Thus, this paper seeks to evaluate the effect of these interventions on the academic performance of finance undergraduate students during the period 2009-2011. The rest of this paper is as follows: Section 2 reviews the literature; Section 3 explains the methodology; Section 4 provides the results and discussion and Section 5 concludes the paper.
Literature review
The Academic Development Programme (ADP) at the University of KwaZulu-Natal involves providing academic support to students who are deemed to be at risk. Slavain & Madden (1987) explain that students are at risk of academic failure due to different factors including-low socioeconomic status, low measured ability, learning disability or learning problems, low achievement and poor attendance. At risk students are therefore in danger of failing to complete the academic qualification with an adequate level of skills (Slavain & Madden, 1990) . Risk factors are also linked to significant outcomes of previous schooling which may have their roots in the early school years and extended to the lack of engagement in the classrooms (Finn & Rock, 1997) . In South Africa, the main risk factors include poor class attendance, inadequate preparation, insufficient time, lack of a good foundation from previous schooling and financial challenges; which lead to part time work (Steenkamp, Baard & Frick, 2009; CHE, 2010) . Hence, the major role of South African higher education institutions is to develop strategies that address these risk factors.
Some of the strategies used in dealing with at risk students are pull-out programmes (pulling at risk students out of the classroom for special attention) and in-class (keeping at risk students in the classroom or a diverse group but providing them with additional support, such as revision lectures and additional tutorials) (Slavain & Madden, 1987) . The difference between these two strategies is that the pull-out strategy provides support to a group of underperforming (at risk) students only, while the in-class strategy supports at risk students together with other students who are performing well. The finance ADO initially adopted pull-out programmes, where only at risk students were requested to attend the ADP initiatives (mainly revision workshops and one-on-one consultations). However, some students felt very embarrassed at being identified as part of the at risk students and hence did not attend these ADP initiatives. This is a major weakness of the pull-out strategies because these strategies label students instead of integrating them (Johnston, Allington, & Aflerba, 1985) . To avoid the challenges associated with the pull-out strategy, an alternative strategy, where the ADP initiatives were extended to all interested students, was adopted by the finance ADO. This inclusive strategy allowed at risk students to discuss and engage with other non-risk students who viewed ADP initiatives as an opportunity to improve their performance. This was expected to be a successful approach as understanding is constructed through discussion and engagement (Fisher et al., 2010) . In additon to this , at risk students were encouraged to attend lectures. Gracia & Jenkins(2002) emphasise that attendance is correlated with academic success.
Previous studies (Friedman, Rodriguez & McComb, 2001; Massingham & Herrington, 2006; Thatcher, Fridjhon & Cockcroft, 2007; Ryan, Delaney & Harmon, 2010; Van Schalkwyk, Menkveld & Ruiters, 2010) indicated that attending lectures, tutorials and any other academic support is one of the positive predictors for the academic success of university students. These studies emphasised that lecture attendance is attributed to the qualities and skills that the lecturers, tutors and other facilitators bring into the classroom. However, it is important to note that attending may not yield results if students do not take part in the discussions conducted in the lecture rooms. Gracia & Jenkins (2002) state that students that perform poorly generally do not participate in class activities as they feel anxious, lack confidence and therefore fear the reactions they may get from their peers and tutors if they give incorrect answers. These underperforming students are of the notion that the lecturer is responsible for providing learning and that they are mere passive recipients. The ADP encourages such underperforming (at risk) students to form individual study groups and to actively participate in lecture and tutorial discussions. Moreover, ADP initiatives, such as workshops and group discussions, provide a good platform for underperforming (at risk) students to develop confidence which could improve their engagement during lectures and tutorials. It is therefore important to evaluate whether or not such ADP initiatives contribute to the improvement of student performance.
Methodology

Data
The participants of this study were undergraduate students (within the discipline of finance) from the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Westville Campus in South Africa. The sample comprised of second and third year students who used the ADP services from 2009 to 2011. Second year students were registered for one finance module each semester (Finance 201 and 202) , while third year students took two finance modules in semester one (Finance 311 and 312) and one module in semester two (Finance 321). The sample size constituted a total number of 282 students who used at least one of the ADP services from 2009 to 2011.
The variables used by this study include: students' final marks, number of revision workshops attended by a student and the number of one-on-one discussions between a student and the ADO and dummy variables for gender, level of study and the year of registration with ADO services. The data used came from the records kept by the Finance ADO as well as academic records from the university's Division of Management Information (DMI). Ethical clearance was obtained from UKZN's Ethics Committee before the research project commenced.
Model
To analyse the data, this study used descriptive statistics (such as mean, standard deviation and correlation coefficients) as well as multiple regression analysis. Since, there was a combination of continuous and dummy variables; the regression model used is described as an analysis of covariance model (Gujarati, 2003) and is presented as follows:
(1) Where:
= final marks (in percentage) obtained by a student (i); ) = the number of revision workshops attended by a student (i) within a semester; = the number of individual consultations (one-on-one discussions) with the ADO during a semester; is a dummy variable for the level of study which compares third year to second year students (D=1, if a student (i) is a third year student and 0, otherwise); is a dummy variable for gender (D=1, if a student (i) is female and 0, otherwise) is a dummy variable comparing a year 2009 1 to the years 2010 and 2011 (D=1, if a student (i) used ADP services in 2009 and 0, otherwise); = coefficients; and and = the intercept and the error term, respectively. STATA 11 was used to estimate the above equation (1) and the significance of the variables are tested using the t-test or p-values. The hypothesis test is set as follows: The null hypothesis (H0): i = 0 The alternative hypothesis (H1): i 0
The estimated t-ratios were compared to the critical values from the t-table. Where the estimated t-value was greater than the critical t-value then H0 was rejected this means that the variable has a significant impact on student performance. If H0 is not rejected, the variable does not have a significant impact on student performance. Before interpreting the results, diagnostic tests were conducted to establish whether the model meets basic assumption associated with a linear regression. These basic assumptions are: normality, partial autocorrelation, collinearity, homogeneity and homoscedasticity (Gujarati, 2003) . If the model fails to meet any of these assumptions, a generalised linear model is used.
Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics
A summary of descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients with P-values are in Table1 and 2, respectively. During the period of 3 years, a total number of 282 finance students used the ADP services. 60.06% of the total number of these students were registered for the third year modules, while the remaining percentage was registered for second year modules. In terms of gender, females constituted 55.31% of the total number of the students considered for this study, while males constituted the remaining 44.69%. A comparison across the years shows that the number of finance students who attended the ADP initiatives increased from 77 in 2009 to 119 in 2011, and this was a result of extending the ADP initiatives to all interested finance students instead of limiting the services to at risk students. The standard deviation for the whole period was 12.10% and decreased from 14.66% in 2009 to 10.57% in 2011. This suggests that the strategy of extending the ADP initiatives to all interested students reduced the deviation of marks. The maximum and minimum marks were 84% and 18%, respectively, while the average mark for the whole period was 55.22% per student. The average number of one-on-one discussions per semester was 7 consultations per student, while the number of revision workshops attended by a student was 3 per semester. These descriptive statistics suggest that the third year students tended to be committed to ADP initiatives as compared to the second year students and that the strategy of keeping at risk students in a diverse group yields positive results. All coefficients of correlation, in Table 2 , are significant at 1% level of significance; meaning that there is a high level of association between student performance and revision workshops, individual consultations and level of study. The positive signs of the correlation coefficient suggest that there is a positive relationship between the student marks and these variables. The correlation coefficients are in line with the assumption that ADP initiatives were expected to have a positive effect on student performance. However a further analysis is needed to confirm these relationships. 
Table1: Descriptive statistics
Multiple regression analysis
The estimates of multiple regressions, in Table 3 , show that only 2 variables (Revision workshops, RW and dummy for level of study, D1 ) have a significant effect on student marks at the 1% level of significance. Holding other factors constant, one additional revision workshop increased the total marks buy 1.90%. This was highly expected, as the revision workshops attracted students because they were conducted regularly prior to the tests and examinations. Additionally, these workshops prepared students for tests and examinations by encouraging students to take part in the discussions on challenging topics identified by the ADO. On average, being a third year student increased the total marks by 9.25% as compared to being a second year student, when other factors are held constant. This is explained by the high level of commitment to the academic development initiatives shown by third year students; especially those who were determined to complete their qualifications on time. Thus, the commitment of students to the ADO initiatives plays an important role towards the success of the academic development initiatives. These findings are supported by previous MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy Vol 4 No 3 September 2013 721 researchers (Romer, 1993; Gracia & Jenkins, 2002; Fraser & Killen, 2003) who associated good academic success with factors such self-motivation, timely and regular examination preparation, and students' interest in class discussions. Variables such as the number of individual consultations (IC), gender (D1), the dummy variable for the year of 2009 are not statistically significant. Surprisingly, the individual consultations between a student and the ADO did not have a significant impact on the student marks. One possible cause of this is that the individual (or one-on-one) consultations were not only limited to academic challenges. Such consultations covered a range of non-academic issues such as social and emotional problems faced by at risk students; suggesting that individual consultations may not have a direct effect on students' marks. However, it is important to acknowledge that these individual consultations may have an indirect impact, such as change of attitude, on student performance, especially in the long-run (Fraser & Killen, 2003) . Furthermore, at risk students were required to consult the ADO on a weekly basis and some of these students visited the ADO's office for the sake of completing their consultation records. Hence, they did not benefit from these individual consultations. In order to produce positive results, the individual consultations should be supplemented by other strategies which engage students. The negative sign of D3 shows that the 2009 strategies (of limiting academic development initiatives to at risk students only) did somehow have a negative effect on student performance. However, this effect was not statistically significant. Thus, the strategy of extending the ADP initiatives to all willing students, adopted in 2010 and 2011, did not disadvantage at risk students. This strategy attracted students of different experiences, study skills and interests which helped to enhance student engagement (Crosling et al., 2009) . Finally, the value of the R 2 indicates that variables considered in the model explain 20.18% of the students' marks and the P-value for F-statistics is significant at the 5% level of significance. This suggests that all independent variables jointly have a significant impact on students' marks. However, it is important to acknowledge that improvement of student performance cannot only be attributed to the variables considered in this study.
Conclusion
This study evaluates the effect of ADP initiatives developed to assist at risk undergraduate students in the discipline of finance at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, during the period 2009-2011. These initiatives mostly included revision workshops and individual discussions between students and the ADO. Results of this study showed that revision workshops contributed significantly to the academic success of finance undergraduate students. The structure and the timing of these revision workshops were very important in producing positive results. Although individual consultations played a significant role in motivating and encouraging at risk students to use other support structures within the university, these consultations did not have a significant impact on students' marks. Individual consultations should therefore be supplemented by other strategies such as revision workshops. A comparison between second and third year finance students showed that third year students were committed to the ADP; and as a result, they benefited from the academic development initiatives. This suggests that the academic development initiatives can only succeed when there is full commitment from students involved. A dummy variable comparing year 2009 to other years was not statistically significant, suggesting that extending the academic development initiatives to all willing students did not disadvantage at risk students. It is therefore important to assist students in small groups (such as workshops) and having a diverse group with non-risk students tends to stimulate the discussion.
Based on the findings of this study, the following are recommended: teaching and learning activities should focus on strategies that enhance the level of commitment from students; the structure of academic development initiatives should focus on discussion and group-based learning activities; and timely and regular revision workshops for tests and examination preparations should be enhanced in order to motivate students. As a final remark, it is important to acknowledge that the use of technology may assist in enhancing the ADP initiatives but the relevant types of technology to be used may be a point of discussion for future research.
